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Man Claiming Innocence in ‘98 Slay Accuses Former Head of Brooklyn’s Conviction Review
Unit of Wrongdoing
Anthony Sims has spent 23 years in prison for a murder he says he did not commit.
Since October, his efforts to overturn his conviction have been playing out in a hearing in
Brooklyn Supreme Court.
When Sims was convicted of killing a Chinese immigrant in Brooklyn in 1999, his friend Julius
Graves was the single eyewitness to testify he saw Sims fire the fatal shot.
Sims today says Graves is the real killer.
Attorneys for Sims allege that the trial prosecutor, Mark Hale, withheld key evidence about
Graves’ criminal history and failed to correct his perjured testimony.
Hale is renowned for his work leading the Brooklyn District Attorney’s Conviction Review Unit,
which has helped pioneer the reexamination of old convictions. Under Hale, who retired earlier
this year, Brooklyn’s CRU overturned 33 wrongful convictions and documented the investigative
flaws that led to them.
In Sims’ case, however, the office found no misconduct and is vigorously defending his
conviction.
Sims told CNN before proceedings began that he was optimistic the office would investigate his
claims and find wrongdoing, but their opposition changed his mind.
“I started to lose faith in the system again,” Sims said in a phone interview from Woodbourne
Correctional Facility.
Despite being worried by the tough odds, which he described as “an emotional rollercoaster with
a lot of ups and downs,” Sims said he was hopeful.
“I’m feeling a high right now,” he said before the hearing began.
The Crime in Question
Sims was a powerhouse basketball player in his youth, standing 6’3” and playing alongside
future NBA all-star Stephon Marbury. At Brooklyn’s Westinghouse High School, he liked to show
off, dunking more often than he should, much to the chagrin of his coach, Marty Gahagan, who
described Sims as a “fun-loving kid.”
While at Westinghouse, Sims met his first wife, Kisha Rucker, and became friends with Julius
Graves.

Sims and Rucker graduated together in 1993, and had their first son, Anthony, Jr., that year, and
a second son, Antoine, in 1994.
Graves dropped out of school. In 1994 he pled guilty to a felony gun possession charge and
was sentenced to five years’ probation.
By 1998, Sims was working as a field technician for a phone company. Graves was
unemployed, living with his fiance and her extended family. Graves had stopped showing up for
his weekly probation appointments for two years, a violation that could have resulted in his
arrest.
They remained close despite their lives taking different turns. The friendship changed forever on
the night of May 18.
Around 10 p.m., Sims and Graves walked into a Chinese restaurant around the corner from
Graves’ apartment in Bushwick, Brooklyn. Minutes later, Li Run Chen, the 27-year-old Chinese
immigrant taking orders behind a plexiglass barrier, lay on the floor dead from a shotgun blast to
the chest.
After they ran to Sims’ car, Sims drove up the block, then told Graves and Graves’ two friends in
the backseat to get out of the car. Graves grabbed the shotgun, took it inside his apartment and
wiped it for fingerprints. Graves’ friend then took the murder weapon and hid it.
Sims and Graves went into hiding, leaving behind their wives and children. Neither reported the
murder to police.
Graves came out of hiding first. At the local precinct, he told detectives it was his friend Sims
who had shot Chen. The motive, he said, was revenge over a petty argument over a food order
months prior that ended with Chen pulling a gun on Sims.
Three family members that lived with Graves, along with his friends who were in Sims’ car that
night, stepped forward to back up his account.
“The only reason Anthony was convicted was because Graves’ family marched in and
implicated him,” Thomas Hoffman, an attorney for Sims, said.
Sims was arrested for murder two weeks after the crime.
23 Years Later
Sims was convicted of second-degree depraved indifference murder and criminal weapon
possession in May 1999 and sentenced 25-to-life a week before his 24th birthday.

Now in his mid-40s, Sims spent the intervening years appealing the verdict and volunteering as
a peer counselor in various prison programs.
Filmmaker Art Jones met him at Woodbourne in a counseling group called Network, where Sims
facilitates group therapy discussions. Jones quickly noticed how Sims’ “magnetic” presence
helped his fellow inmates grapple with their pasts.
“He’s incredibly honest,” Jones told CNN. “And that kind of honesty encouraged others to go
deeper, to share it and realize that they’re not going to get shamed for it.”
Jones now operates the “Free Anthony Sims” social media campaign.
Last year Sims read an article about his friend Emmanuel Cooper’s vacated conviction and
noticed that the prosecutor, Mark Hale, also tried his case. He had his second wife, Keisha Hall,
contact Cooper’s attorney Thomas Hoffman, who, along with Jonathan Hiles, took on the case
pro bono.
In their motion to overturn his conviction, Hoffman and Hiles argued Sims’ actual innocence,
based on a new witness’s affidavit that the night of the shooting she saw Graves run out of the
restaurant with a gun in his hand. The motion also alleges Graves perjured himself at trial
regarding his years-long failure to report to his probation officer and that Hale misled the jury by
failing to correct it.
The Brooklyn DA’s office consented to an evidentiary hearing earlier this year.
“There were questions of facts that were in dispute, and our position was let Mr. Sims present
his evidence and let the judge sort out those factual disputes,” Oren Yaniv, a DA spokesperson
said.
Ilann Maazel, Sam Shapiro and Nairuby Beckles of law firm Emery Celli joined Hoffman and
Hiles before the hearing began in October.
Sims took the stand first, and told his version of events with the measured cadence of a man
who has waited 23 years to tell it.
He testified that the night of the murder he was drinking with Graves and Graves’ friends on the
street outside Graves’ apartment. After he suggested going to the Chinese restaurant, Graves
went inside to check on his fiance and Sims went to a bodega to buy some mints to cover up
the liquor on his breath. When Sims returned, Graves and his friends were in his car despite the
restaurant being a block away. Sims then drove around the block and parked on the corner.
Sims said a minute or two after he entered the eatery, Graves walked in with a “weird
expression” on his face. When Graves removed a shotgun from his pants, Sims thought he was
going to rob the place, but Graves just walked up to the counter, stuck the gun through the

plexiglass opening and shot Li Run Chen with a sawed-off 16-gauge shotgun. Sims ran to his
car, and Graves got in holding the shotgun. He drove up the block, kicked Graves and his
friends out of the car and went home.
Sims said he had no idea Graves had a gun or that he would shoot someone. He said he didn’t
call the police out of fear of being charged as an accomplice. When he later learned his friend
was telling police he was the killer, Sims said, “I was hurt and upset.”
ADA Ernest Chin pressed Sims on why he waited more than 20 years to say Graves was the
killer. Chin pointed out that he made no mention of it in his letter to the Conviction Review Unit
in 2016.
“At that point I thought the CRU was designed to, like, help people wrongly convicted and who
didn't get a fair trial,” Sims testified. “So I decided to just focus on what I thought was Brady
violations, inconsistencies, and deal with the law. I didn't want to just say Julius did it. I was
fearful they would discard my petition. So I just started to focus on inconsistencies.”
The CRU denied Sims’ application in 2017. At the time, Hale led the unit.
Sims denied having gotten into an argument with Chen, which Graves’ claimed motivated the
murder. He also denied Graves’ allegations that he had his family threaten him before trial.
Graves’ November testimony raised as many questions as it answered.
He denied being inside the restaurant when Chen was killed. It’s a story he has changed several
times: his wife told police he said he was in the car, he testified at trial he was inside, but in the
past has also said he was in the doorway and on the sidewalk near a car.
“Essentially his story has always been consistent,” the DA spokesperson said, brushing off the
discrepancies as nitpicking. “And importantly it has been corroborated by multiple witnesses,
both people who know him and people who were just bystanders.”
But two witnesses unaffiliated with Graves said they saw at least two Black men run out of the
restaurant after hearing the shot. One of those witnesses, who was in a second-floor apartment
across the street, said she saw the taller of the two carrying “a long gun.”
Graves also denied signing a 2002 affidavit in which he recanted his testimony, stating he first
saw that notarized document this year. The DA’s office stands by Graves’ claim he never
recanted.
Graves also admitted to being “untruthful” in some of his 1999 testimony.
When asked by Sims’ defense attorney whether he reported “regularly and often” to probation,
Graves said he did. In fact, he hadn’t reported for three years, records show.

On the first day of Sims’ trial, a bench warrant was issued for Graves’ arrest on probation
violation charges. The day he testified against Sims, the warrant was vacated and Graves was
free to go.
Sims’ attorneys today say Hale should have corrected Graves’ perjury and informed the defense
about his warrant being dropped. The defense knew about the warrant, and asked Graves if he
was aware he would be arrested, which Graves confirmed he did.
Despite the warrant being issued the first day of trial, the DA’s office told CNN that they did not
know Graves’ probation status at the time.
Hale, who is scheduled to testify in January, did not respond to repeated requests for comment.
Another disclosure Hale failed to make, according to Sims’ attorneys, concerned Graves’
entering witness protection.
Records show that Graves filled out a threat analysis form the day of his testimony, alleging two
threats made by Sims’ wife and one from a friend earlier that year.
Graves testified this November that he entered the program because detectives heard members
of Sims’ family threaten him in the courthouse hallway in 1999. The form he filled out later that
day makes no mention of this interaction, which supposedly happened hours before.
Thomas Mooney, the lead detective on the case, testified this December that he was present
when it happened and that he suggested the witness protection idea. Mooney said he had a
“feeling” about the people in the hallway, but did not hear anything specifically.
Graves and his family would remain in the program for the following year and a half, collecting
more than $25,000 in housing and meal stipends.
Sims’ new witness, Rachel Lewis, is expected to testify next week. According to her affidavit,
Lewis will corroborate Sims’ assertion Graves is the killer: She says she was on the street the
night of the murder and saw Graves run out holding a gun.
Complicating her testimony is a police report in which Lewis told detectives she didn’t see
anything because she wasn’t wearing her contacts. Today she says she lied for fear of being
labelled a snitch. She also claims she called the precinct days later and told a detective Graves
was the killer. No record of that call is known to exist.
Sims’ attorney Maazel said his client’s story is a trifecta of injustices.
“There are three great tragedies in this case,” Maazel said. “The first tragedy is that Li Run Chen
was killed. And the second tragedy is that the true perpetrator, in my opinion, has not been

brought to justice. The third tragedy, of course, is that an innocent man, who had everything
going for him, has languished in prison for 23 years.”
The hearing resumes in January.

